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Dietitians play a key role in supporting and advocating for the physical health care of mental 
health (MH) consumers, with 68-80% seeing clients with associated depression issues in 
Australia. The DAA Mental Health Curricula Project found dietetic training in MH was 
inadequate and recommended increased MH education. A MH resource package was 
developed and sent to universities in 2010 for incorporation into teaching. The aim of this 
study was to assess dietetic students’ baseline MH knowledge, attitudes and exposure prior to 
dietetics coursework and package implementation. An online survey measured dietetic 
students’ mental health knowledge (MHK), attitudes towards mental illness (MHA) and 
previous exposure to mental illness. MHK was assessed by sixteen dietetics-specific 
questions. MHA were measured by Day’s Mental Illness Stigma Scale. Exposure was 
assessed using an adapted version of Eack’s Social Work Students’ Experiences with 
Schizophrenia questions. Fifty-nine dietetic students (30% response rate) from two 
universities were surveyed at the beginning of dietetic coursework. Survey responses revealed 
students had low MHK (mean 5.48, scale 0-16) with no significant difference between cohorts 
(p=0.67). Half of respondents (n=31) recorded never or rarely being in contact with people 
with mental illness. 82% of respondents (n=48) reported having no or little experience with 
mental illness. Data suggests low levels of sitgmatising attitudes about people with mental 
illness. Given the high prevalence of clients with MH issues in everyday dietetic practice, this 
study is a first step in addressing integration of MH education into dietetics training.  
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